



Exchanges in Nairobi and Lagos: Mapping Literary Networks and World Literary Space

In Lagos early in 2010, A. Igoni Barrett – a self-published writer who had until recently been working as an editor for Farafina magazine – launched a monthly literary event called Book Jam at an upmarket shopping mall on Victoria Island.  Barrett had decided to leave his role as Managing Editor of Farafina to focus on his own writing, and the initial motivation to start this event came from the need to sell more copies of his own short story collection From Caves of Rotten Teeth to recoup the capital he had invested in it (Barrett). The bookshop in Silverbird Galleria had been selling just two copies of his book a month, and Barrett felt that bringing more people to this shop could only increase the chances of it selling in greater numbers.  In response he designed a tightly managed yet entertaining format for a literary event that began to take place on the last Saturday of every month between 3 and 5pm: three writers were in conversation with each other and a host, followed by ‘brutally moderated’ questions from the audience and a book signing, alongside musical performances (Barrett).  To encourage book-buying Barrett used Silverbird’s connections to source high profile ‘gifts’ from sponsors – from designer shirts to mobile phones – and everyone who bought a book was entered in a raffle draw to win that month’s prize.  The event became hugely successful, showcasing high profile authors from Helon Habila to Tsitsi Dangaremba, Uwem Akpan to Karen King-Aribisala, and with audiences growing from 50 to 300 people (Barrett "Nigerian Writer A. Igoni Barrett").  Book Jam became so successful in fact that Silverbird tried to appropriate it in different ways rather than, as agreed, leaving aesthetic and curatorial decisions to Barrett and after seven months the relationship broke down and the event (and shortly after the bookshop itself) folded (Barrett).  

However, Book Jam not only made a lasting impact on Nigeria’s literary scene, it also arguably had a significant impact on Barrett’s subsequent career as a writer.  The fourth edition of Book Jam held in May 2010 featured Kenyan writer Binyavanga Wainaina, alongside Nigerian writers Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, Chuma Nwokolo and Sade Adeniran.   At the event Wainaina bought a copy of From Caves of Rotten Teeth and encountered Barrett’s writing for the first time.  A few months later Wainaina emailed him to say how much he liked the book and to ask him what he was doing following his departure from Farafina (Barrett).  This began a conversation between the two writers out of which Wainaina, at the time Director of the Chinua Achebe Center at Bard College in the US, offered Barrett the Chinua Achebe Center Fellowship; this enabled him to spend three months writing in Mombasa and complete work on his second short story collection Love is Power, Or Something Like That.  A condition of the fellowship was that Barrett would submit what he had been working on to Wainaina at the end of the residency.  On receiving his manuscript Wainaina very quickly forwarded this to his agent Sarah Chalfant at The Wylie Agency in the UK with the strong recommendation she take on Barrett.  A few days later Barrett received a call from Chalfant offering to represent him, and accepted (Barrett).

This story, rooted in a literary event located in Lagos, demonstrates the potency of trans-continental exchanges in the production of African literature: exchanges that not only have implications for the economics that enable writers to write and publish on the continent, but also for the validation and circulation of certain forms of writing in what Pascale Casanova has called the ‘world literary space’ (Casanova xii).  Barrett’s short story collection Love is Power, or Something Like That and his novel Blackass, through the Wylie Agency’s negotiations, went on to be published in the US by leading non-profit independent publisher Graywolf Press, and in the UK by Chatto & Windus – an imprint now owned by Penguin Random House which since its founding 1855 has been associated with prestigious literary authors from Mark Twain to Marcel Proust and currently publishes Nobel Prize winners Toni Morrison and Alice Munro.  This snapshot of the interactions that enabled Barrett to move from an author struggling to sell copies of his own self-published work to an author with the financial freedom to focus on his own writing with an audience outside Nigeria, provides a revealing entry point into this article, which argues that more attention needs to be given to the dynamics through which exchanges in what are often labelled ‘local’ or ‘national’ literary spaces intersect with (often validating and being validated by) exchanges in what are instead labelled ‘world’ or ‘global’ literary spaces.   Focusing on the launch of Eghosa Imasuen’s Fine Boys by Farafina in Lagos and the launch of Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor’s Dust by Kwani Trust in Nairobi, I show how located literary events can be read as ‘multilayered expressive fragment(s)’ (Quayson 21) through which to explore the relationships and flows out of which writers and texts are created.  By mapping these exchanges, I suggest it is possible to make visible alternative literary geographies and demonstrate the significance of a new pan-African network of publishers and writers through which the space, value and texts of 21st century African literature in English are being made material.  

Over the last fifteen years, studies of literary production and reception on the African continent have consistently challenged a binary distinction between ‘local’ and ‘global’ in relation to the creation, publication and circulation of African literature  ADDIN EN.CITE (Newell Ghanaian Popular Fiction: 'Thrilling Discoveries in Conjugal Life' & Other Tales 4; Newell Literary Culture in Colonial Ghana: 'How to Play the Game of Life'; Newell West African Literatures: Ways of Reading; Hofmeyr; van der Vlies 175; Jones). While the dynamics of ‘local’ and ‘global’ in relation to the production of contemporary African literature in English remain shadowed by the violent legacy of British colonialism, scholars have compellingly demonstrated that these dynamics also need to be seen in the context of the role played by ‘local technologies of the intellect’ in the development of print culture (Fraser 25), as well as a much longer history of the ‘trafficking of ideas’ (Ogude, Musila and Ligaga "Introduction" viii) and exchanges with elsewhere through which Africa’s multifaceted and ‘constantly in motion’ (Mbembe and Nuttall 351-2) literary and cultural production has been and continues to be shaped.  Despite this, binaries between ‘local’ and ‘global’ often persist in the structures and approaches of scholarly work about African literature in English.  While, for example, Stephanie Newell’s interventions have shown the potential of contextual studies of African popular literature to open up ‘new definitions of the relationship between ‘local’ and ‘global’ cultures’  ADDIN EN.CITE (Newell Ghanaian Popular Fiction: 'Thrilling Discoveries in Conjugal Life' & Other Tales 4), more often than not studies of Africa-based writers and publishers are positioned as contributing to debates about African popular cultures (articulated as plural ‘cultures’ and ‘literatures’)  ADDIN EN.CITE (Newell Ghanaian Popular Fiction: 'Thrilling Discoveries in Conjugal Life' & Other Tales; Ogude, Musila and Ligaga Rethinking Eastern African Literary and Intellectual Landscapes; Musila) whereas research into African writers who are also published and circulated elsewhere is positioned as contributing to debates about African literature (articulated as singular ‘literature’) in the ‘world literary space’  ADDIN EN.CITE (Huggan; Julien; Cooper; Adesokan; Ojaide Contemporary African Literature: New Approaches).  As a result the intersections and disjunctures between these two conversations are neglected. This article proposes a critical model of literary networks as a frame through which these intersections and disjunctures can be brought into view.

Kwani Trust, Farafina and ‘world literary space’

As new publishing companies established on the continent since the turn of the millennium, Kwani Trust and Farafina belong to a world of the present which Arjun Appadurai has described as marked by ‘electronic media and mass migration’ as forces that impel ‘the work of the imagination’ (Appadurai 4); on that basis they offer particularly rich case studies through which to draw attention to these intersections and disjunctures.  Both have placed a primary emphasis on building communities of writers and readers located in Kenya and Nigeria, reinforcing their agency in publishing from the ‘local’ or ‘national’ while deliberately positioning themselves within a pan-African and ‘world literary space’.  

Kwani Trust was founded in 2003.  Self-defining as a ‘Kenyan based literary network’, the organisation evolved out of an expanding email conversation between a group of writers, artists and those passionate about literature, moderated by filmmaker Wanjiru Kinyanjui, about why new writers weren’t being published in Kenya (Kwani Trust "About Us"). Out of these discussions, which moved to a series of physical conversations in Nairobi (many of which took place in the garden of The East African editor Ali Zaidi and sculptor Irene Wanjiru), came the idea to set up a new publishing house (Kwani Trust "Our History").  This gained momentum in the immediate aftermath of Binyavanga Wainaina winning the UK-based Caine Prize for African Writing in 2002.  By early the following year the literary journal Kwani? had been launched online with Wainaina as its first editor and a grant had been obtained from the US-based NGO Ford Foundation enabling the magazine to be published in print (Wainaina; Kwani Trust "About Us").  Farafina also began life in 2002 as an online literary magazine, set up and funded by successful Nigerian banker Muhtar Bakare, with the aim of creating a platform for emerging narratives of contemporary African culture to be distributed more widely (Bakare).  Bakare drew inspiration for Farafina from the New Yorker in the United States and Chimurenga in South Africa (Bakare).  The magazine built a community of writers and readers online, and began to publish the work of Nigerian writers Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie and Sefi Atta, both of whom were then living in the United States. Adichie and Atta’s debut novels Purple Hibiscus and Everything Good Will Come then became the first titles published under the Farafina Books imprint in 2004, having previous been published in the US and UK.

One of the things that differentiated Kwani Trust and Farafina from other publishing companies based in Nairobi and Lagos at that time, was their deliberate engagement with and positioning in relation to a ‘world literary space’. Although its primary audience is the Kenyan reading public and Kwani Trust has no established distribution structures outside of Kenya, as Billy Kahora highlighted in a plenary lecture at the 2014 ASAUK conference, from the outset Kwani Trust was consciously concerned with ‘reaching out of the borders of our national space’, rejecting solely national structures and instead creating ‘a huge push for the universal’ (Kahora) through dialogue with a pan-African and international space of writing, publishing and prizing. This self-conscious positioning within transnational structures of cultural value is evident in the framing of the first published journals. Kwani? 01 opens by celebrating Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor as the winner of ‘Africa’s biggest writing prize’ (Wainaina "Editorial") before sharing her 2003 Caine Prize winning story ‘Weight of Whispers’. Established in 2000 and awarded from the University of Oxford’s Bodleian Library, this prize is explicitly concerned not only with offering writers a financial reward but bringing the best contemporary African writing to the attention of the UK and US publishing industry.  Ebba Kalondo’s editorial for Kwani? 02 similarly celebrates Parselelo Kantai’s ‘Comrade Lemma & the Black Jerusalem Boy Band’ having been shortlisted for the Caine Prize, while also drawing attention to ‘old friend of Kwani’ Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie who is ‘about to go global’ and is ‘the first ever African woman to be shortlisted for the Orange Prize of Literature’ (Kalondo).  Meanwhile Farafina’s publishing decisions could be characterized as engaged in opposite and aligned processes, taking writers such as Atta, Adichie or Biyi Bandele already published and consecrated with value in the US or the UK and making them material (both by making books physically available and consecrating writers cultural value) within the national literary space in Nigeria. The strapline ‘Telling Our Own Stories’ reflects Farafina’s project of claiming these writers, but also of establishing structures of publishing and literary value on the continent that are deliberately in provocative dialogue with a Eurocentric idea of literary value.

In The World Republic of Letters, Casanova argues that it is the ‘world literary space’ through which ‘what is judged worthy of being considered literary is brought into existence’ (Casanova 3).  Her work offers a vital insight into the ways in which ‘literature’ is constructed over time through shifting dynamics and spaces of ‘value’, simultaneously freed from and entangled with political and national histories. While in part her project is driven by a concern to expose imbalances of power, she maps a history of literary legitimacy that begins with the formation of the first European states in the sixteenth century, positions Paris as the literary centre and remains fundamentally Eurocentric. She describes the literary capital associated with this history as ‘universally recognized’ and ‘what everyone seeks’ (even as she describes this universality as ‘one of the most diabolical inventions of the centre’(Casanova 154)) failing to allow for alternative non-Western histories of literary production or multiple forms and domains of value (Casanova 17). In my own work Casanova’s idea of ‘world literary space’ therefore acts simultaneously as a reference point and a point of departure.  It provides a useful reference through which to signal the ways in which Kwani Trust and Farafina self-consciously position themselves in relation to literary institutions in Europe and the US – the Eurocentric model of world literary space governed by the hierarchies Casanova describes.  At the same time, I argue that the exchanges revealed by the launch events for Imasuen’s Fine Boys and Owuor’s Dust actively prevent a literary space that could genuinely be considered as reflective of ‘world’ or ‘global’ dynamics credibly being able to be read through the partial histories Casanova describes going forward.

Unsurprisingly, recent studies of the role played by particular publishers or publications in the construction of ‘African literature’ have worked to complicate Casanova’s dynamics of ‘world literary space’  ADDIN EN.CITE (Davis Creating Postcolonial Literature: African Writers and British Publishers; Bush; Suhr-Sytsma; Helgesson "Forum on World Literary Systems: Tayeb Salih, Sol Plaatje, and the Trajectories of World Literature"). Perhaps most powerfully, Ruth Bush’s study of African literary production from Paris between 1945 and 1967 nuances the relationships between centre and periphery that Casanova describes, demonstrating how her idea of ‘Parisianization’ overlooks the ways in which individuals and communities have ‘also challenged and resisted dominant modes of literary evaluation’ and the ways in which writer and publishers simultaneously shape and are shaped by the effects of the literary field (Bush 20).  What Bush’s work demonstrates is that there is a need for a more dynamic and relational model of world literary space, one that historicises universality and takes account ‘of the different sites (such as Présence Africaine) that gesture to alternative universalisms’ (Bush 196).  Here, I similarly argue that new models are needed for the study of literary production, from Africa and elsewhere, that better allow for the global cultural flows and multiple sites of value that studying Kwani Trust and Farafina make visible. In response to this, I propose a relational methodology that puts Bourdieu’s framing of the ‘network of relations of exchange’ (Bourdieu The Rules of Art: Genesis and Structure of the Literary Field 230) that produces literature in dialogue with Appadurai’s concept of ‘-scapes’ in order to conceptualize the idea of a literary network.

Conceptualizing a literary network 

Casanova’s ‘world literary space’ borrows from and builds on Bourdieu’s notion of a ‘field of cultural production’ (Bourdieu The Field of Cultural Production xii; Casanova 17). Bourdieu’s insight is that the producer of value in a work of art is not the author but the ‘field’ and that this is the result of a complex ‘network of relations of exchange’ between agents and institutions, circulation and consumption (Bourdieu The Rules of Art: Genesis and Structure of the Literary Field 230).  I argue that by mapping this ‘network of relations of exchange’ in relation to a literary text, locating these processes through a particular place and time in relation to a literary event, it is possible to conceptualize a literary network.  In allowing for the ways in which literary texts remain in constant flux, with artists and commentators continually consecrated and re-consecrated through reciprocal flows (Bourdieu The Field of Cultural Production 32, 36), Bourdieu provides a relational methodology that, as a number of recent studies have shown  ADDIN EN.CITE (van der Vlies; Helgesson Transnationalism in Southern African Literature: Modernists, Realists, and the Inequality of Print Culture 12; Davis "Postcolonial Literary Publishing: Oxford University Press in Africa and the the Three Crowns Series" 4, 317; Strauhs; Bush), can be used to complicate centre-periphery models of African cultural production.  However, with his own descriptions of the ‘field’ retaining a Eurocentric perspective, and with conceptions of class and art that are narrow and elitist (Frow 5) governing the hierarchies of value he defines, it can be difficult to disentangle Bourdieu’s methodologies in order to move beyond the nations, hierarchies and binaries he uses these to describe. Arjun Appadurai’s concept of ‘-scapes’ therefore offers a much needed counterpoint and counterpart, offering a relational model that can be used in dialogue with Bourdieu’s ‘network of relations of exchange’ in order to construct and map a literary network in a way that takes account of global cultural flows.  Appadurai recognizes that ‘center-periphery models (even those that might account for multiple centers and peripheries)’ are inadequate for understanding cultural production, and in response proposes a framework for analyzing global cultural and imaginary that allows for complexity, fragmentation and flows that are multidirectional (Appadurai 32).1  Concerned particularly to explore the impact of electronic media and migration on the work of the imagination in the world of the present (Appadurai 4), his framework focuses on the interrelationships and disjunctures between five dimensions of global cultural flows – ethnoscapes, mediascapes, techoscapes, financescapes and ideoscapes – that he argues act as ‘building blocks’ of ‘imagined worlds’ (Appadurai 33).  By bringing together these two approaches, a theory of literary networks emerges that can exploit in productive ways the synergies and tensions engendered between Appadurai’s seemingly non-hierarchical multiple flows and domains of value, and Bourdieu’s concern with hierarchies of value and structures of power.  Through this a better understanding of the flows of people, technologies, money, information and ideas that have constructed a new pan-African literary network operating across, outside and between national spaces emerges, and alongside this a redefinition of what ‘world literary space’ might mean in relation to this.  

Launching Eghosa Imasuen’s Fine Boys in Lagos

Farafina’s launch of Eghosa Imasuen’s Fine Boys2 took place on Saturday 25 August 2012 at 2pm in Quintessence Bookstore in the affluent Ikoyi area of Lagos. This ‘official launch’ event marked the publication of the print edition, Farafina having first published Fine Boys as an eBook in September 2011.3 As the flyer advertising the launch shows (Figure 1), this free event was hosted by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie and also featured Binyavanga Wainaina, as well as performances from Efe Paul Azino and Honey.  What are the exchanges this event makes visible and how might these enable me to map and characterize a literary network?  Figure 2 begins to represent these exchanges visually and points to the different ‘-scapes’ through which they are inflected.  As the diagram shows, it is through individuals that exchanges are made material, although the significance of these exchanges is often forged out of and in turn forges relationships between individuals and institutions. 

Figure 1: Flyer advertising the launch of Eghosa Imasuen’s Fine Boys in Lagos.

Figure 2: Exchanges and flows: Launching Eghosa Imasuen’s Fine Boys in Lagos (Artwork by Wumi Olaosebikan).

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie: sharing a publisher

Farafina first published Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie in 2003 (Adichie "Fide"), and their publication of her first novel in Nigeria in 2004 not only marked Farafina’s shift from literary magazine publisher to book publisher (Bakare) but the beginning of a publishing relationship that has lasted for over a decade and four books. Adichie has gone on to become not only Farafina’s bestselling and most critically acclaimed author, but also arguably the most visible and commercially successful African writer in the world literary space.4 In hosting the launch of Fine Boys, Adichie therefore not only brought cultural value to the novel by direct association with her own literary prestige, but drew attention to her equivalent author relationship and publishing history with Farafina. In characterizing the dimension of mediascapes, Appadurai is concerned with the ability of information to be produced and disseminated throughout the world through ‘newspapers, magazines, television stations, and film-production studios’, and the ‘images of the world’ created through these forms of media (Appadurai 35).  Muhtar Bakare has explained that after the publication of Half of a Yellow Sun (Adichie Half of a Yellow Sun), Farafina was able to begin ‘managing costs’ by strategically making use of the amount of press coverage Adichie was receiving outside Nigeria.  He commented that once the novel had been reviewed in The New York Times or the Guardian, Farafina could take those stories and circulate them – and that through this her writing ‘gets a life of its own’ (Bakare). Interestingly, this intervention of taking international media coverage of Adichie and re-circulating it is something that can be seen happening more broadly in the space of the Nigerian media – not just led by Farafina: news sites are frequently circulating, re-posting or commenting on stories about Adichie from media sources across the world. It is through these multidirectional flows across mediascapes that Adiche’s literary prestige has been built in Nigeria and she becomes in a position to then consecrate Imasuen’s Fine Boys with cultural value.

However Adichie’s role as host of this event represents more than her conscious involvement in the ‘symbolic production’ (Bourdieu The Field of Cultural Production 37) of the novel.  Imasuen has talked about the significance for him of travelling to Lagos in 2005 and buying copies of Farafina’s first two published novels – Adichie’s Purple Hibsicus and Atta’s Everything Good Will Come (Imasuen).  He was then already at work on his first novel To St Patrick and describes how these books showed him that ‘my generation’s story had begun to be told’ and ‘confirmed to me that I had to keep on writing’ (Imasuen "Favourite Five: Eghosa Imasuen").  When his own novel was finished he used the contact details he found on the physical editions of these books to get in touch with Farafina and from this unsolicited approach began a conversation with Muhtar Bakare which led to him being offered a contract in 2006 (Imasuen).  In 2007 when Adichie launched what has become the annual Farafina Trust Creative Writing Workshop, Imasuen was in attendance. In a video that documents the launch of Fine Boys, Adichie draws attention to Imasuen being part of this first workshop and comments that they have been friends ever since (Allison).  In the same video, Imasuen similarly highlights that he developed a friendship with Adichie around this time, although he foregrounds the link made between them through Farafina: ‘we became close in 2007 after I signed my contract for my first novel’.  He then goes onto explain that it was natural to invite Adichie to host the launch of Fine Boys because his second novel ‘owes a lot of life’ to her and the support she has given to his writing (Allison).  Analyzing Adichie’s role in the launch of Fine Boys through the relational models of both Bourdieu and Appadurai allows for a complexity that places the media coverage of Adichie’s literary success outside the country in dialogue with the activities of Farafina and the literary community within Nigeria.  Adichie and Imasuen are clearly both conscious of the power dynamics at play in their relationship: that when Adichie hosts his book launch she brings an attention and audience to the novel it wouldn’t otherwise receive.  But the relationship between Adichie and Imasuen could also be characterized as interpersonal, creative and material (emphasizing Bourdieu’s distinction between ‘symbolic’ and ‘material’ production (Bourdieu The Field of Cultural Production 321)): Adichie plays a role in inspiring and developing Imasuen’s writing craft, as well as advocating Muhtar Bakare to publish Fine Boys at a time when Farafina was struggling financially and publishing very little fiction (Dosekun; Imasuen).

Binyavanga Wainaina: pan-African connections

For publishers, agents and critics a particularly effective way of positioning a writer as saleable or important is to make comparisons and herald new voices as the ‘next’ or the ‘natural successor to’. These comparisons are key to the way in which writers acquire cultural value, as well as working to position writers within a particular sub-genre or tradition. Farafina launching Fine Boys on a platform shared with not only Adichie but also Binyavanga Wainaina, an author whose first book One Day I Will Write About This Place had recently been feted by leading US literary institutions as an Oprah Book Club Choice and one of The New York Times ‘100 Most Notable Books of 2011’, had the immediate effect of positioning Imasuen as a writer of a comparable stature (emphasized by the strip of photographs across the centre of the event’s flyer which gives all three writers equal billing).  Wainaina as the author of a memoir and whose endorsement is included on the back cover of Imasuen’s novel, brought a particular credibility to Fine Boys as a story that draws on the author’s own life. However, again the relationship between Wainaina, Imasuen and Farafina seen through these exchanges represents more than a purely symbolic consecration of cultural value. Wainaina was in Lagos at the time of the launch of Fine Boys in order to teach alongside Adichie at the Farafina Trust Creative Writing Workshop, a workshop he has taught with her since 2007.  Wainaina therefore had an existing relationship with Imasuen that had also been developed through the inaugural edition of the workshop, a relationship that again could be characterized as interpersonal, creative and material that engaged with his writing, and that opened up opportunities for publication.  In the launch video Wainaina comments ‘I read this novel in draft, I thought it was extraordinary’ and it was as a result of his interest in the work that an early version of the opening chapter of Fine Boys was published in the fiction omnibus Kwani? 06 in 2010. From this brief snapshot, then, the extent to which Adichie and Wainaina both play a role in Imasuen finding publication on the continent, and through their association with the novel connecting it to wider audiences both in Nigeria and outside, becomes apparent. In part as a result of Adichie’s and Wainaina’s appearances the event was hugely popular and their involvement also moved the launch into transnational and global spaces, with photographs appearing on the popular US-based African literature blog Brittle Paper (Morocco-Clarke) and the launch video profiled on South Africa’s leading book news source Books LIVE (Luso).

Instituting flows and exchanges

Of course, the exchanges and flows evidenced in the launch cannot be characterized only
through the participation of Adichie and Wainaina.  Also present were several individuals significant to Farafina’s institutional history past and future including: compere Tolu Ogunlesi, a now prominent writer and journalist who also participated in Adichie’s inaugural writing workshop and whose early work is known for being published by Farafina (Ladipo Manyika et al.; Ogunlesi); A. Igoni Barrett, who not only worked at Farafina, but whose short story collection and novel Farafina would go on to publish (Barrett Love Is Power, or Something Like That; Barrett Blackass); performer Efe Paul Azino, who would be a participant in the 2013 Farafina Trust Creative Writing Workshop and whose debut collection Farafina would publish in 2015 as their first move into poetry publishing (Azino).  Notably both this and Barrett’s Blackass would be commissioned by Eghosa Imasuen himself, who in 2013 became COO of Kachifo Limited (publisher of the Farafina imprint) and co-taught the Farafina Trust Creative Writing Workshop with Adichie and Wainaina.

By examining writers who are visible in the coverage of the launch, it is also possible to trace overlaps and connections between the network of writers associated with Farafina and other significant creative and publishing initiatives and institutions coming out of Nigeria.  For example, Jude Dibia published his third novel Blackbird through the JALAA writers’ collective in 2011, an idea initially sparked by A. Igoni Barrett (Ujubuoñu).  Victor Ehikhamenor, whose artwork was used for Farafina’s edition of Purple Hibiscus, was one of the first authors to be launched in 2013 by a new Lagos-based publishing company Parrésia co-founded by a former Farafina editor Azafi Omoluabi-Ogosi.  And the novel Born on a Tuesday by Elnathan John, a participant in the 2011 Farafina Trust Creative Writing Workshop and whose combative and sexist public response to Adichie referring to him as ‘one of my boys in my workshop’ led to a public falling-out (Edoro), is one of the first titles Abuja-based Cassava Republic Press released as they launched into the UK.  The literary network contributing directly to the symbolic production of Fine Boys is therefore simultaneously, and often in dialogue with Farafina, engaged in the material production of other significant literary institutions formed over the last decade. Notably, suggesting that through this event at an elite bookshop Farafina were also engaged in brokering a wider audience for the novel, Imasuen arranged for former Nigerian Idol contestant Honey Adum to perform at the launch (Imasuen) and Nollywood producer Uduak Isong also attended.

Launching Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor’s Dust in Nairobi





Figure 3: Exchanges and flows: Launching Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor’s Dust in Nairobi  (Artwork by Wumi Olaosebikan).


Figure 4: Flyer advertising the launch of Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor’s Dust in Nairobi

Binyavanga Wainaina: sharing a publisher 

At the launch of Dust, Wainaina and Adichie played strikingly similar roles, although partially reversed, to those they played in the launch of Fine Boys.  As host Wainaina brought cultural value to Owuor’s Dust through an association with his own literary prestige, but also by drawing attention to a longer history of their relationship with each other through Kwani Trust.  Owuor was part of the original conversations from which Kwani? emerged; it was then Wainaina who encouraged and pestered her to send her work to the new journal and who as editor published her Caine Prize winning short story in the first edition (Owuor "When Everything I Thought I Wanted Fell from My Hands, Writing Remained").  In the acknowledgements of Dust, Wainaina is the first person Owuor mentions after her editors and agents, thanking him for ‘whip-wielding tough love, daring, friendship, relentless faith, and a space-to-breathe residency’ (Owuor Dust 367).  Again this signals a relationship between the two writers encompassing more than symbolic production, whose reciprocal flows of cultural value are enabled through interpersonal, creative and material exchanges: from friendship, to critical feedback on an early draft of Dust (Owuor "Running to the River"), to practical and financial assistance to enable Owuor’s writing.  Just as the launch of Fine Boys emphasized the friendship between Imasuen and Adichie, so the launch of Dust was framed through a discourse of familiarity and friendship: Wainaina’s first question refers to knowing Owuor as a first-born child and an awareness of how her family experiences had informed the writing of Dust, and he ends the conversation celebrating her and asking for a round of applause with the words, ‘this is our daughter…this is Kenya at 50…this is our sister. Congratulations Yvonne, we love you very very much.’ Owuor responded by hugging him and saying ‘I love you too’ (Kwani Trust "#Kwaniat10 Book Party: Chimamanda Adichie & Yvonne Owuor (29 November 2013)").

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie: pan-African connections

The effect of Kwani Trust launching Owuor’s debut novel on the same platform as Adichie – who as I’ve highlighted is perhaps the bestselling and most visible contemporary African writer in the world literary space – again has the immediate effect of positioning these two writers alongside each other, and drawing attention to them both as significant prize-winning female African novelists.  This comparison is one that Wainaina builds on in the conversation particularly in relation to their writing preoccupations, drawing a comparison between the intervention of Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun in relation to history and memory in Nigeria, and Dust in relation to history and memory in Kenya.  In a plenary lecture given at the University of Nairobi as part of Kwani Trust’s 10th anniversary celebrations on the day of the book party, Adichie describes herself as a ‘hopelessly sentimental pan-African’, making a connection between the writers that gathered at Makerere in 1962 and a new generation of writers that Kwani? ‘symbolizes’ and that she feels she ‘belongs’ to (Adichie "Plenary Lecture").  She argues the most significant thing about the African Writers Conference at Makerere was these writers coming together ‘to acknowledge and affirm’ one another (Adichie "Plenary Lecture").  The importance to Adichie of this idea of affirmation can be seen across the launch of Dust, as she continually brings Owuor into the conversation when asked questions about her own work (for example commenting ‘Yvonne’s hair is so cool’ when talking about the role natural hair plays in Americanah), and interrupting Wainaina with praise for her novel (for example, ‘can I also just say publicly that I am number 1 in the list of people who love this novel Dust?’).  

Instituting flows and exchanges






Out of these brief and partial snapshots of the literary prizes and institutions represented by significant figures in the launch of both Fine Boys and Dust, it is possible to begin characterizing the literary network out of which these novels are produced.  They reveal a literary network which is pan-African, yet intimately connected to significant institutions within Kenya and Nigeria, as well as significant institutions in New York and London; a network that is rooted in the histories of Farafina and Kwani Trust but that out of which, and alongside, new significant literary publishers and initiatives have materialized over the last decade – from JALAA to Jalada, from Storymoja to Parrésia.  What the exchanges and flows opened up by these two events show is that they are rooted in a longer history of exchanges and flows.  In particular they bring in to view the ways in which both Farafina and Kwani Trust have been built alongside and in dialogue with Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie and Binyavanga Wainaina building and re-distributing literary capital constructed through institutions associated with what Casanova describes as the ‘literary capitals’ of New York and London (Casanova 245).  It is as a result of a friendship between these two writers that the institutions of Kwani Trust and Farafina have entered into consistent dialogue with each other over time, exchanging writers and texts: from the writing of Imasuen and Barrett appearing in Kwani? 06 to Kwani Trust’s publication of Kenyan editions of all three of Adichie’s novels, from a special edition of Farafina magazine that focused on responses to the post-election violence in Kenya (many of which were published in Kwani? 05) to Farafina’s publication of the Nigerian edition of Wainaina’s memoir One Day I Will Write About This Place.  The flows across technoscapes, ethnoscapes, financescapes, mediascapes and ideoscapes that enable Adichie and Wainaina to build their relationship, are indicative of the ways in which the institutions of Kwani Trust and Farafina, as well as a broader overlapping and expanding pan-African literary network associated with them, have been created. 





In a newspaper article published in South Africa’s Mail & Guardian ahead of the 2014 African Literature Association conference held at the University of Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, Dan Ojwang and Michael Titlestad argue that ‘the primary site of African literary production has shifted to Euro-America’ (Ojwang and Titlestad). Ojwang and Titlestad begin the article by making the case that while between the 1960s and the 1990s the ‘image of African literature’ cohered around Heinemann’s African Writers Series, the canon of writers that emerged out of this series was constructed in dialogue with institutions based on the African continent including universities and literary magazines, alongside Heinemann’s own branch offices outside of its UK headquarters (Ojwang and Titlestad). They go on to observe that these institutions have largely collapsed and with them the image of a ‘single domain’ of African literature, its centres of production and dissemination now being or appearing much more widely dispersed. Although the article explicitly celebrates the work of Kampala-based FEMRITE, Cape Town-based Chimurenga, Abuja-based Cassava Republic Press and Nairobi-based Kwani Trust, it characterizes small publishers on the continent as ‘generally struggling’ (Ojwang and Titlestad). It is as a result of this erosion of ‘local literary institutions and publics’ that for Ojwang and Titlestad:
The African cultural bankers of the present are largely émigré writers, such as
Chris Abani, Chimamanda Adichie, Segun Afolabi, NoViolet Bulawayo, Brian
Chikwava, Teju Cole, Helon Habila and Moses Isegawa. These authors' works are
generally mediated for African readers by reviewers and academics abroad, and
most have acquired their status through winning international awards (Ojwang and Titlestad). 
In contrast, this article is concerned to show that the dynamics of exchange and validation between publishing initiatives on the continent and international publishers that these authors associate with the 1960s – when emerging writers ‘were first published in journals and literary magazines of the period, such as the Kampala-based Transition, the Nigeria-based Black Orpheus, and Drum and Contrast in South Africa’ (Ojwang and Titlestad) – have much more resonance with the ways in which a contemporary canon of African literature has been constructed than contemporary scholarship allows for. 

Tanure Ojaide has made a similar argument to Ojwang and Titlesad, suggesting that, partly as a result of poor communication networks across the continent, the African literary canon is being defined elsewhere by writers living outside the continent with access to ‘Western publishers’ who in part write with this market in mind, instead of genuinely reflecting the writing being published on the continent (Ojaide Contemporary African Literature: New Approaches 25).  He argues that migration, exile and globalization have given rise to two African literatures: one outside, based in the West and palatable to Westerners, and the other at home for African consumption (Ojaide Contemporary African Literature: New Approaches 48).  This echoes Eileen Julien’s contention that what we have come to think of as ‘the African novel’ is in fact ‘the extroverted African novel’, characterized by its engagement ‘with hegemonic or global discourses and its appeal across borders’, rather than reflective of the novel forms that are locally produced and most widely read on the continent (Julien 681). Akin Adesokun also argues that African writing published in the ‘West’ can be characterized in certain ways and (unlike Julien) suggests that, as a result of where they perceive the ‘market’ for their writing to be (as distinct from ‘audience’), writers self-consciously feed into these typologies (Adesokan).  He argues that the ‘exoticist allure’ of the marginal in contemporary African literature works in more complex ways than scholars of the postcolonial exotic and postcolonial publishing such as Graham Huggan (Huggan) and Sarah Brouillette (Brouillette) have allowed for, and is underwritten by ‘actually existing global inequalities’ (Adesokan 3).  These interventions highlight important realities.8 Emma Shercliff, Co-Director of Cassava Republic Press UK, recently observed that intra-Africa distribution channels are so ‘cumbersome’ that in fact opening a UK office will better enable the Abuja-based company to reach markets in East and Southern Africa (Bagnetto).  Equally, A. Igoni Barrett has powerfully written about how after self-publishing his short story collection and implementing a series of innovative ideas to sell copies in Nigeria, he realized that if he wanted to work as a full-time writer, rather than a part-time publisher and book promoter, that the answer was publication by one of the ‘powerhouses of the West’ (Barrett "Whom Do We Write For?").  And yet, as Cassava Republic Press’s expansion in the UK and Barrett’s experience of simply using ‘foreign machinery’ to disperse his literary work without compromising his craft or terms of success show (Barrett "Whom Do We Write For?"), in perpetuating binaries between African literary production ‘on the continent’ and in the ‘West’ these scholars fail to allow for the multidirectional flows and domains of value involved in the creation, production and circulation of African literature.  

As the examples of Kwani Trust and Farafina bring into view, writing from Africa that is published by UK and US ‘powerhouses’ is often brought to attention and consecrated with cultural value by structures of literary production based on the continent.  Equally writers who achieve critical acclaim internationally are often part of and deeply entrenched within a larger continent-based community of writers.  It is only by allowing for this that scholarship can begin to understand the complex dynamics of production of African literature in English in the world literary space:  a space in which writers such as Adichie and Wainaina have been able to establish a high profile as public intellectuals in part as a result of their Western-facing interventions challenging the ways in which Africa is represented outside the continent (Wainaina "How to Write About Africa"; Adichie "'The Danger of a Single Story'"); a space in which Adichie and Wainaina (as the launch events for Fine Boys and Dust show) have both placed a particular emphasis on being part of and nurturing a network of African writers, with Adichie commenting that she set up the Farafina Trust Creative Writing Workshop because ‘we shouldn’t walk the paths we walk alone’ (Adichie "Plenary Lecture") and Wainaina more explicitly articulating in an interview that his politics and idea of himself as a writer is informed by a sense of duty and belonging to an ‘African network of writers’ (Wainaina "Spillman, Rob"); a space in which the economics of the market and the economics of the writer are not one and the same thing – where, as the acknowledgements of Dust show, residencies and grants that ‘buy’ individuals time to write may be funded by European or US institutions but brokered through a literary network based on the continent;  a space where, as Bourdieu’s field of forces helps foreground (Bourdieu The Field of Cultural Production) and as the Wylie Agency’s representation of Adichie, Wainaina, Owuor and Barrett illustrates, even exchanges rooted in friendship, shared commitment to the creative process, and a philanthropic desire to enable the production of new writing are simultaneously exchanges of power. Founded by Andrew ‘the jackal’ Wylie, known for being one of the most powerful and ruthless literary agents in the anglophone publishing industry with authors including Martin Amis, Philip Roth and Salman Rushdie, through The Wylie Agency Adichie and Wainaina have built their cultural value simultaneously in New York, London, Lagos and Nairobi by acting as hubs or brokers that connect these literary spaces.9





While the literary network associated with Farafina has been built through their publishing, Kwani Trust as an institution was formed out of a pre-existing literary network created through a series of digital and physical exchanges.  Bruno Latour has argued for an approach to tracing social connections or networks in which ‘the inquirer is always one reflexive loop behind those they study’ (Latour 32).  In this article the idea of a literary network becomes self-reflexive: in many ways Wainaina and Kwani Trust’s explicit positioning of themselves as part of a literary network has prompted me to develop a methodology through which this can be conceptualized and characterized.  

The exchanges and flows out of which writers and texts are formed are always multiple and often contested.  However, conversations that continue to place ‘global’ and ‘local’ as terms and locations in opposition with each other risk neglecting the complexity of interactions within, across and beyond the continent involved in the production of African literature in English.  Strikingly, Adaobi Tricia Nwaubani writing in the New York Times on ‘African Books for Western Eyes’ (Nwaubani) seemingly erases the role Cassava Republic Press played in recognizing the potential of and developing her novel before she was offered a contract by a publisher in the ‘West’ (Bakare-Yusuf).  And likewise, A. Igoni Barrett writing in direct response to this piece, and convincingly arguing that his decision to publish with one of the ‘powerhouses of the West’ does not mean African writers are powerless to control the narrative of their own creations (Barrett "Whom Do We Write For?"), at no point mentions Binyavanga Wainaina’s role in facilitating his publication opportunities in the UK and US.





1. While the majority of Appadurai’s fieldwork is based in urban India, several leading scholars have highlighted the usefulness of his model for reading the multifaceted and transnational exchanges and relationships involved in the production of African culture  ADDIN EN.CITE (Mbembe and Roitman 326; Gikandi 629; Newell West African Literatures: Ways of Reading 10-11).

2. Eghosa Imasuen’s Fine Boys is a campus novel: following a group of students enrolled at the University of Benin during 1990s, it shows Nigerian politics intimately interacting with daily student life and explores the violence of cofraternities that characterized university experiences of this time.  Drawing directly on Imasuen’s own experiences as a student of medicine at the University of Benin (Imasuen), one of novel’s most distinctive features is its use of Nigerian English and the ways in which Imasuen works to accurately recreate the dialogue and language of a particular time and place.

3. Which was made available for sale via the now defunct Nigerian digital entertainment store HiBuzz.

4. In 2005 Purple Hibiscus won the Commonwealth First Book Prize and was shortlisted for the Orange Prize for Fiction and the Booker Prize; Adichie’s second novel Half of a Yellow Sun won the Orange Prize in 2007 and that year was one UK’s top ten bestselling works of fiction (Stone).  In 2008 she won a MacArthur Foundation Genius Award, in 2010 was named one of The New Yorker’s 20 best American writers under 40. Her TED talk ‘The Danger of a Single Story’ has been watched online over ten million times (Adichie "'The Danger of a Single Story'") and her TED talk ‘We Should All Be Feminist’ was sampled by Beyonce on ‘***Flawless’.

5. Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor’s Dust opens with Odidi Oganda being shot down on the streets of Nairobi by the Kenyan police, an event set against the backdrop of the violence that followed Kenya’s 2007 elections and that for his family sparks an unravelling of silences and hidden histories.  Owuor talks about Dust as a novel that ‘looks at the constructed notion of Kenya’ (Owuor) and this is reflected in the novel’s sensory and poetic use of language and form to explore the possibilities of finding new narratives and a new lexicon for writing nation and history.

6. Published alongside Eghosa Imasuen’s Fine Boys in Kwani? 06.

7. For an extended discussion of the role of African digital fiction in creating located literary networks see Stephanie Bosch Santana ‘From Nation to Network: Blog and Facebook Fiction from Southern Africa’ in this issue.  

8. In both cases their critique is made more interesting by these scholars having been published by Farafina.  Farafina published Ojaide’s novel The Activist in 2006 and Adesokan edited Farafina’s Weaverbird Collection of new Nigerian fiction in 2008 (Ojaide The Activist; Ladipo Manyika et al.).   

9. While concerned primarily with the political implications of networks as a medium of contemporary power, Alexander R. Galloway and Eugene Hacker have compellingly challenged the idea of network structures as liberating or egalitarian, showing instead how they exercise new forms of control and create the conditions for a new kind of sovereignty (Galloway and Hacker 5,20). 
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